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You have your purpose-led strategy, 
now let’s talk about how to action it.

G U I D E

The rise of 
Purpose-led design
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“ The blind pursuit of profit at 
all costs is untenable. It is 
essential that we make 

money the right way. After all, if 
communities suffer as a result of a 
company’s actions, those returns 
are not sustainable.” 

- Indra K. Nooyi, PepsiCo
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Purpose driven 
companies grow 
x3 faster on 
average than 
competitors - Deloitte

1 PwC: A study of purpose in the workplace

As organisations focus 
on strategies with positive 
impact, the way we 
design must change too.  
All business leaders know that purpose is 
important. In fact, 79% believe it is central 
to success.1 However, turning purposeful 
strategies into tangible touch-points for 
users, customers, and employees can 
prove challenging. 

Purpose should not be Corporate Social 
Responsibility in disguise. It’s not about 
‘giving back profits’. It is not found in 
catchy slogans on walls and clever 
marketing materials. 

Purpose is about making everyday 
decisions that intentionally reflect the 
change you want to see in the world, and 
is demonstrably real. Many of the core 
tenets of human-centred design remain 
true in this case. However, new ways of 
working are required to effectively balance 
the needs of people, your organisation, 
and the positive impact you desire. 

Nile has helped organisations large and 
small to bring their own purpose-led 
strategies to life in meaningful ways for 
both customers and users. 

Whether your focus is protecting the 
environment, supporting your community, 
or diversity and inclusion; this Nile Guide 
has practical steps to embed your purpose 
in the products and services you design.

Move over human-led design. 
Purpose-led design is here.



Design and delivery teams 
aren’t ‘purpose experts’ 
Design teams must suddenly consider 
environmental impact, racial inequalities and 
other global issues within their work. Few have 
the capacity, or incentive, to engage with these 
complex topics on top of their day job, limiting 
their ability to embed purpose effectively.

‘Surface-level displays’ of 
purpose are easier to launch  
It’s easy to create a marketing campaign 
declaring your purpose to the world, or to plant 
200 trees. But when initiatives are detached 
from your central offer and your existing 
relationship with your customers, they are often 
met with apathy and sometimes hostility.

Not all your customers care 
about your purpose (yet) 
While there is a growing trend in consumers 
choosing companies that reflect their values and 
beliefs, many of the people you design for will 
not be engaged with your purpose. Clumsily 
'forcing’ your purpose with these audiences can 
negatively impact their experience of your brand.

Purpose-focus can detract 
from meeting core user needs 
Teams who become overly fixated on their new 
purpose, often fail to design for the core needs 
of users and customers. Purpose only becomes 
an effective differentiator once these needs have 
been addressed. Falling short will drive 
customers to your competitors.

Designing 
with purpose 
isn’t easy 
There are some common challenges 
teams face when trying to 
demonstrate their purpose. 
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Design for the 
bigger picture 
Teams face a new layer of considerations. On 
top of balancing the needs of the user, the 
organisation, operations and technology. This 
requires alignment and new capabilities to 
implement effectively. 

Failing to align and motivate design delivery 
teams so that they engage with this new 
perspective is a recipe for disaster. It can lead to 
product or service launches with adverse impact 
on your ultimate goal, or produce ‘surface-level’ 
displays of purpose that are easily dismissed by 
your customers, users and employees.
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Turning purpose 
into experiences

C O M P O N E N T  3  
Don’t just talk 
about it, 
demonstrate it

C O M P O N E N T  4  
Reflect your 
impact with the 
right KPIs

C O M P O N E N T  2  
Design for the 
ecosystem, not 
just the user

We’ve identified four key 
components when turning 
purpose-led strategy into 
meaningful initiatives.   
The most effective ways to tackle each of these 
areas are outlined on the following slides, along 
with some activities you and your teams can 
use to get started.

C O M P O N E N T  1  
Empower teams 
to interpret your 
purpose
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Design teams need their 
own framework to 
position your purpose in 
what they do. 
Strategies are often positioned to convince 
leadership teams, and they rarely get into 
the nitty gritty that teams on the ground 
need to make the best decisions. 

Your purpose-led strategy is the foundation 
for this, however, teams need their own 
framework to translate this. Bringing 
purpose to life in-store is going to be very 
different from a digital journey. A direct-to-
customer offer will be very different from a 
business-to-business offer. 

A GOOD EXAMPLE 
In May 2020, US President Donald Trump 
was given a fact-check label by Twitter for 
the first time. Old news. What’s really worth 
considering was what happened behind 
the scenes at Twitter to make this happen. 

New frameworks were designed and 
agreed, specific policies were changed, 
new processes for monitoring content were 
established. New labelling and design 
patterns were created, empowering 
employees to identify and fight misleading 
information and the impact it has had on 
political discourse and public health advice.

C O M P O N E N T  1  

Empower teams to 
interpret your purpose

Why do this? 
This creates ownership and accountability 
for how organisational-wide purpose is 
embedded in each area. Team leaders 
shift from ‘being the messenger’ to 
empowering their teams.

https://blog.twitter.com/en_us/topics/product/2020/updating-our-approach-to-misleading-information.html
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HOW TO GET STARTED? 
One of the best ways to start is to take 
stock of their current initiatives. 
Running a Purpose Audit Workshop 
is a quick way to do this. 

The sample agenda may help. You 
might also consider: 

Attendees: If your organisation has 
specialists in your purpose (e.g. 
sustainability) you would do well to 
invite them along or consult them 
beforehand. During the workshop, aim 
for groups of no more than five. 

Preparation: Based on your purpose  
and your remit, define key areas to 
focus attendees on during the 
workshop. 

For example, if carbon-reduction is 
your goal, focus on your supply chain. 
If it’s social inclusion or education, look 
at your terms and conditions. 

Insight capture: Use post-it notes or 
digital whiteboard tools like Miro to 
map your teams thinking in one place. 

Adjust: Tweak this agenda, or run 
additional sessions to suit your team. 

Follow-up: Ensure one of your team 
is accountable for shaping the outputs 
of this workshop into a first draft 
framework and to manage any other 
next steps.

C O M P O N E N T  1  

Empower teams to 
interpret your purpose

10:00-10:15 
Intro to Purpose 
Team leader to present new 
purpose & objectives. 

10:15-10:30 
Q&A / Alignment 
To clarify the intention of the 
mission or objectives as a team. 

10:30-11:15 
Wall of Shame 
Harshly critique & map each of 
your existing propositions, 
services, products or features 
based on how they don’t align 
with the new purpose. 
Capture how they fall short of your 
purpose and what benefits they 
create for users & your 
organisation. Being critical upfront 
stops retrospective alignment of 
old work to a new purpose. 

11:15-11:30 
Wall of Fame 
Identify and map initiatives that 
clearly align to or demonstrate 
your purpose. 

11:30-12:00 
Ideation 
Drawing from both walls as a 
team, generate as many ideas as 
possible that could pivot initiatives 
or change behaviours to align to 
your purpose. 

11:30-12:00 
Prioritisation 
Prioritise your ideas, using dot 
votes or prioritisation framework. 

12:15-12:30 
Playback & wrap-up 
Team leader plays back the key 
takeaways & next steps.

S A M P L E  A G E N D A  

Purpose Audit 
Workshop Groups of 3-5 

Duration: 2h 30min

https://miro.com/
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When designing, you 
cannot simply give 
customers or users what 
they ask for. 
This may feel counterintuitive, but there has 
always been a need for balance against 
organisational needs. As a purpose-led 
organisation, there will be cases when a 
customer or user ‘ask' is in direct conflict 
with your wider mission. 

Many teams have to learn how deliverables 
impact areas they have no expertise in, like 
the environment or racial inequality. This 
requires additional training, but also an 
awareness of how actions and decisions 
connect to the broader picture. 

A GOOD EXAMPLE 
Shared e-scooters have been billed as a 
fast, cost effective, low carbon footprint 
way to get around cities. However, it’s 
proving to be not that simple. 

Researchers from North Carolina State 
University have shown that when 
considering the end-to-end lifecycle, 
traveling by scooter has a higher carbon 
footprint than bus, moped bike or on foot. 
What’s worse, is many adopters said that 
pre-scooter, they'd cycle or walk to work. 
There are also concerns about the impact 
of ‘abandoned’ scooters on people with 
disabilities use of public spaces. 

These examples demonstrate the ripple 
effect purpose-led businesses must take 
proactive ownership of when launching 
new products and services.

C O M P O N E N T  2  

Design for the ecosystem, 
not just the user

Why do this? 
Launching products, services or features that 
have a detrimental effect on your advertised  
purpose is a sure fire way to undermine customer 
trust. Consideration of the best and worst case 
impact scenarios prior to rollout is a must.

https://news.ncsu.edu/2019/08/impact-of-e-scooters/
https://news.ncsu.edu/2019/08/impact-of-e-scooters/
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HOW TO GET STARTED? 
To understand the impact of our purpose, map the impact 
your industry, products and services have on the wider 
ecosystem. 

Using an impact map or futures wheel to record or 
hypothesise the ripple effect of an existing or new solution is a 
good starting point. It’s worth thinking about these categories: 

• Desirability: The real impact on your customers or users  
• Viability: Commercial impact 
• Feasibility: Operational impact 
• Integrity: Impact on your purpose (e.g. environment, 

climate, social, diversity/inclusion, economic, etc.) 

We use the word impact, as it is a consideration of both the 
benefits and drawbacks of a solution. Don’t default to the best 
case scenario. For more on impact mapping, check out our 
Designer’s Guide to Foresight.

C O M P O N E N T  2  

Design for the ecosystem, 
not just the user

E X A M P L E  E C O S Y S T E M  

Concept 
impact map

https://medium.com/nilehq/want-to-be-a-futurist-start-by-cultivating-these-four-habits-f0a68609bcac
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Knowing your purpose 
doesn’t mean that your 
audiences will. 
Depending on your existing relationship, 
customers can be skeptical of new 
‘purpose-led’ narratives. When restricted to 
marketing, purpose can feel like a sales 
ploy or a ‘flavour of the month’. 

It is important to embody your purpose in 
every interaction you have with customers, 
users and colleagues. This requires 
proposition positioning and managing 
expectations differently, consistently 
showing and telling your audience about 
the bigger picture, while still being 
empathetic to meeting their needs. 

A GOOD EXAMPLE 
Lego recently launched the ‘Small Builds 
for Big conversations’ series, helping 
parents have tricky conversations about 
online safety with their kids.  
 
What do Lego consider to be their 
purpose? 

“To inspire and develop children to 
think creatively, reason 
systematically and release their 
potential to shape their own future.” 

This is a great demonstration of purpose, 
that naturally fits with Lego’s established 
product set.

C O M P O N E N T  3  

Don’t just talk about 
it, demonstrate it

Why do this? 
When done well, articulating your wider impact 
through your product or service is valued by 
customers and users, provided you still meet 
their core needs. Ultimately this leads to 
stronger, trusted relationships and even 
advocacy.

https://www.lego.com/en-gb/aboutus/buildandtalk/
https://www.lego.com/en-gb/aboutus/buildandtalk/
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C O M P O N E N T  3  

Don’t just talk about 
it, demonstrate it

HOW TO GET STARTED? 
Each organisation’s purpose is unique and therefore will need 
to be realised in unique ways. Gathering inspiration from other 
industries is a key step in fuelling ideas. 

Building a living ‘inspiration wall’ to gather good examples is 
an easy way to get going. Physical walls, digital boards, Slack 
channels and even a shared spreadsheets can all make 
effective collection tools.  
 
It is important to keep this process collaborative and we find 
that keeping it visual helps spark ideas. 

IMPORTANT:  
The best inspiration will often come from left field other 
worlds. Don’t just look at your own industry or sector. 

E X A M P L E  M A P  

Inspiration wall (using a digital whiteboard)
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Traditional commercial 
metrics just won’t cut it. 
Purpose feels like a tricky thing to tangibly 
measure. Finding the balance between 
commercial and positive impact metrics 
requires ongoing testing and learning. 

Measurement may also extend to the 
ripples created in your ecosystem. Here,  
the wider impact you are having, both 
positive and negative, can be understood. 

Collaboration with your performance or 
analytics teams is a good way to 
understand which data is already being 
captured and where gaps may lie. 

A GOOD EXAMPLE 
Unilever is now a poster child of  
purpose-led corporate business.  
Their Sustainable Living Plan is an  
excellent example of effectively linked 
overarching goals with specific areas to 
track against. Each goal is clearly 
connected to the targeted set of UN 
Sustainable Development Goals. 

Through this Unilever’s teams understand 
and refine their own specific KPI sets. In 
publicly sharing their performance in each 
area through a simple Red, Amber, Green 
indicator, the company hold themselves 
accountable in a very transparent way.

C O M P O N E N T  4  

Reflect your impact with 
the right KPIs 

Why do this? 
Most organisations metrics are out of sync with 
their purpose. Without changing these, teams risk 
focusing on traditional targets that don’t align to, 
and often detract from, your mission to create 
positive change in the world.

https://www.unilever.com/sustainable-living/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals


E X A M P L E  A R E A S  

Purpose-led KPIs
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C O M P O N E N T  4  

Reflect your impact with 
the right KPIs 

HOW TO GET STARTED? 
Drawing inspiration from the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, 
we’ve established 8 key areas for purpose-led metrics. With these 
in mind you should consider the following steps: 

1. Set meaningful objectives that reflect your purpose and your 
area/team’s remit and within a set timeframe. 

2. Make sure that goals are feasible within your business 
model. If you are smelting steel, you’re unlikely to be carbon 
neutral anytime soon, but there are still incremental 
improvements that can be made to reduce your environmental 
impact. 

3. Break down each objective into measurable qualitative and 
quantitative components that can be tracked, ideally on a 
monthly basis. Understand that not everything can be accurately 
tracked in numbers – for example health and wellbeing. 

4. Include both leading and lagging indicators to use your KPIs 
to lead your team, not just manage them. 

O R G A N I S AT I O N P U R P O S E

Social & 
Community

Environmental 
& Climate

Health & 
Wellbeing

Commercial

Operational

Diversity & 
Inclusion

Sustainability
Customer / User
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Motivate your teams and 
improve colleague advocacy 
In supporting your teams to effectively apply 
your purpose, new purpose-led activities 
won’t feel like an additional task. This leads 
to enhanced colleague satisfaction, retention 
and advocacy. 

There is increasing demand from employees 
to work at organisations that align to their 
personal beliefs and motivations – 
particularly with younger demographics 
entering the workforce.

Unlock new opportunities 
that stand the test of time 
Purpose injects a fresh, future-facing 
perspective into the products and services 
you deliver. Previously unexplored 
opportunities are opened up to better meet 
the needs of users or customers, whilst having 
a positive impact in the world at large. 

Creating products and services aligned to 
sustainability, human rights, social equity, and 
other fundamental causes ultimately serves 
real human needs better, for longer. 

Meaningful loyalty with your 
customers and users 
Done right, authentic displays of purpose 
takes you beyond the utility of basic products 
or services. This connects to new user groups 
and builds long term relationships and 
advocacy with your current customers. 

As new generations set the agenda for 
organisations that align to their values, 
ignoring the need for this shift is not an option.

From human-centred to  
purpose-led
Building these elements into your ways of working delivers numerous benefits…
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Ready to bring your 
purpose to life?
Nile helps clients embed purpose in 
everything they create.  
We’ve helped organisations create experiences that support their 
strategy, structure and capabilities, as well as their investment priorities. 

Have any questions? Join our open Q&A on Purpose-led Design 

Want to activate your purpose? Get in touch with one of our experts

Let’s talk

Robyn Johnston 
Senior Consultant 
robyn@nilehq.com

Luke McKinney 
Design Strategist 
luke@nilehq.com

E M B R A C E D  B Y:

https://nile-purpose-led-design.eventbrite.co.uk
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+44 (0) 131 220 5671 
www.nilehq.com

Member of 

Nile is a multi-talented strategic design team, trusted by 
clients across the globe to design better products and services.  

We create experiences that connect with customers, users and 
colleagues amidst the complexity of life today. 

See our work

Create your 
human connection
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